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Language transfer, or cross-linguistic influence, is an issue of study in second 
language acquisition. Language transfer can be classified into positive transfer and 
negative transfer, or interference. While positive transfer facilitates second language 
acquisition, negative transfer may have negative impact. Language transfer is to some 
extent related with the language distance between the two languages concerned. Since 
Chinese and English belong to two different language families, there is a great 
discrepancy between the two languages and two contrasted cultural backgrounds 
behind them. 
In Chapter One some basic definitions are given including SI and language 
interference. First the definition, process and features of SI are introduced and then 
language interference and its possible consequences are clarified. Language transfer 
and the features of SI interact with each other to formulate Source Language 
Interference in SI. The relationship between language and culture is also introduced 
here to emphasize the necessity of involving cultural aspect in language transfer. 
Chapter Two is devoted to the analysis of SLI including its causes and 
consequences. Causes of SLI in C-E SI are analyzed in terms of structural and 
non-structural factors. Non-structural factors can further be divided into cognitive 
aspects and cultural aspects. Consequences of SLI on SI are explained in terms of 
how it affects the communication function of SI by deteriorating the content and form 
of SI. 
A case study is carried out in Chapter Three to test SLI with two groups of 
subjects working under similar conditions. The only difference assumed between the 
groups is that Group 2 works with reduced SLI compared with Group 1. Therefore it 
is presumed that Group 2 should present a better performance than Group 1. 
In Chapter Four some general approaches and specific strategies are put forward 
with the purpose of minimizing SLI and improving SI quality. In terms of general 
approaches, general correspondence, interpretive approach and cultural awareness are 














of economy are also listed with examples and clarifications. 
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Language transfer, which is also termed cross-linguistic influence, is a subject in 
the study of second language acquisition, which occurs with bilingual or multilingual 
speakers. Language transfer is classified into positive transfer and negative transfer, or 
interference. While positive transfer facilitates second language acquisition, negative 
transfer may have negative effect on it. 
Simultaneous Interpreting (SI) is a special cross-linguistic activity with the 
interpreter involved as the bilingual or multilingual. It is inevitable that language 
transfer will take place. In the process of SI, since the interpreter extracts the message 
from the source language (SL) and transmits it into the target language (TL), language 
transfer arises mainly from the SL. Therefore Source Language Interference (SLI) is 
the prime concern of this thesis. 
A pure linguistic approach will not suffice to clarify SLI, and hence causes of SLI 
in Chinese-English (C-E) SI are analyzed in terms of structural factors, which refer to 
those related with linguistic structure, and non-structural factors, which refer to those 
other than linguistic ones. In terms of structural causes, a comparison between 
Chinese and English language structures is made with their major differences listed. 
Non-structural factors can further be divided into cognitive aspects and cultural 
aspects, which explore into the profound backgrounds of the two languages and their 
differences. Consequences of SLI on the content and form of SI are explained, which 
fall into those on “Message”, framing information, linguistically induced information 
and personal information on one hand, and linguistic acceptability and delivery on the 
other. 
Then a case study is carried out to test SLI. Two groups of subjects are required to 
do SI on two similar pieces of materials. Material 1 is removed of SLI compared with 
Material 2. With even grouping, it is expected that Group 2, which is doing SI on 
Material 2 will exhibit better performance than Group 1. 
Finally some relevant approaches and strategies are put forward specifically to 














methodologies that should be born in the interpreter’s mind throughout the SI process, 
including awareness of language difference, general correspondence, interpretive 
approach and cultural awareness. Specific strategies are the particular techniques to 
tackle the source text, which are chosen by the interpreter consciously or 
subconsciously. In this thesis, three strategies are proposed to curb SLI including 
linearity, anticipation and the principle of economy. 
 
Chapter One Basic Definitions 
 
1.1 SI and its features 
It is necessary to introduce SI and its features here in that it provides some basic 
information where SLI arises and serves as a basis for further discussion. 
 
1.1.1 Definition of SI 
According to Holly, “In SI the interpreter is isolated in a booth. He speaks at the 
same time as the speaker and therefore has no need to memorize or jot down what is 
said. Moreover, the processes of analysis–comprehension and of 
reconstruction-expression are telescoped. The interpreter works on the message bit by 
bit, giving the portion he has understood while analyzing and assimilating the next 
idea (Net, 2006).” 
     In this thesis SI is defined as a process of transferring in oral form what is 
expressed in another language by the speaker at approximately the same time as 
him/her. It is often applied for international conferences with professional SI 
equipment and the working conditions of the interpreter is as elucidated above. 
 
1.1.2 Process of SI 
The process of SI is more than simply one of decoding and encoding. According 
to Daniel Gile, it involves at least three components, namely, listening and analysis 
(comprehension), production and memory, which overlap with each other and 














Listening and analysis is the first step in SI. Before the SI interpreter starts 
translating, he/she must first decide the meaning of the source speech. Through 
listening (extracting the words and sentences out of possible noise, e.g. accent of the 
speaker) and analysis (recognizing the meaning of sentence elements and the 
underlying logical relationship between them), the SI interpreter completes 
comprehension of the SL speech. 
Production is the purpose of listening and analysis. After comprehension, the SI 
interpreter then conveys the message in the TL. It includes “the set of operations 
extending from the mental representation of the message to be delivered to speech 
planning and the performance of the speech plan”(Gile, 1995: 165). Difficulty in 
speech organization is inevitably encountered when the interpreter has to follow the 
route directed by the SL speaker (which will be discussed in detail later). 
Memory is also activated to complete SI task. During interpretation, short-term 
memory is also entailed since the phonetic/grammatical segments of the SL have to be 
stored in the memory for some time (several seconds) before they are recognized as 
words/structures and reformulated in the TL. Noise, e.g. the speaker’s accent, or 
language specific factors, e.g. reversed word order of the SL against the TL, may 
lengthen the time lag. 
Moreover, instead of taking place one after another, the three components of SI 
process overlap with each other. Unlike consecutive interpreting, in SI the SL flow 
comes in continuously and therefore the comprehension, production and memory 
operations should occur simultaneously, although the interpreter’s focus of effort may 
vary at different point in time. As a result, coordination among the three components 
is a necessity in the process. 
 
1.1.3 Features of SI 
Owing to the special working process of SI, there are many features associated 
















1.1.3.1 Temporal pressure 
SI interpreters work under tremendous pressure, temporal pressure constituting an 
important part. As the definition indicates, the SI interpreter speaks at the same time 
with the speaker, so one requirement is that s/he must adopt the rhythm of the speaker. 
During comprehension, if there is any interference arising from the SL, it will 
take the interpreter more time to finish listening and analysis. Production difficulty 
may also be brought forward by the same cause. In those cases, the EVS 
(ear-voice-span) will be lengthened. The interpreter, however, must not allow any 
delay in the process resulting in his/her losing track of the SL rhythm and overload of 
short-term memory, which may mean overall failure. Therefore much temporal 
pressure is imposed upon him/her. 
 
1.1.3.2 Multi-tasking 
As mentioned above, in SI multi-tasking is required in all phases for much of the 
time. The interpreter must divide his/her attention and effort among comprehension, 
production and memory to achieve an optimal result. Apart from the three 
components and their coordination, the SI interpreter still has to perform 
self-monitoring so that any possible problem in the product of SI can be detected and 
corrected in time. Multi-tasking makes SI interpreter vulnerable to interference that 
increases the processing requirement which may exceed the processing capacity limit 
of the SI interpreter and cause failure. 
 
1.1.3.3 Language specificity 
SI varies with different language pairs, which is referred to as “language 
specificity”(Gile, 1995: 231). In other words, SI between some language pairs is 
easier than otherwise, for example, SI between English and French, which are both 
Indo-European languages. Although it has not been demonstrated systematically, there 
are facts and strong arguments for it. For example, “it is significant that many 
interpreters with Chinese, whether A or B, almost prefer working into rather than from 














closely related with SLI. There are two systems of language and their underlying 
cognitive, historical and cultural backgrounds which constitute a vast contrast 
between Chinese and English, which accounts for SLI in C-E SI. 
 
1.2 Language interference and its consequences 
 
1.2.1 Language transfer 
 
1.2.1.1 Definition of language transfer 
The SI interpreter is first and foremost a bilingual who can speak both the SL and 
TL. It is more often the case that the SL and TL are not acquired at the same time. 
Then there exists the possibility of language transfer, or cross-linguistic influence, 
between SL and TL. In the study of second language (L2) acquisition, language 
transfer refers to “the influence resulting from the similarities and differences between 
the target language and any other language that has been previously (and perhaps 
imperfectly) acquired”(Ellis, 1999: 301). In the broad sense, language transfer is “any 
kind of movement and/or influence of concepts, knowledge, skills or linguistic 
elements (structures, forms), in either direction, between L1 and the subsequent 
language (s)”(Cook, 2003: 251). In this thesis language transfer is understood in the 
broad sense, which refers to the movement and/or influence of concepts, knowledge 
or linguistic elements from the SL to the TL. 
According to behaviorist theories, the main impediment to learning was 
interference from prior knowledge. Old habits are in the way of learning new ones so 
that they have to be discarded and replaced with new ones to facilitate learning 
process. In the case of second language acquisition, however, the first language (L1) 
need not be forgotten. With coexistence of L1 and L2 and their interaction, the 
presence of language transfer is expected although the consequent errors may be 
avoided. 
Language transfer, however, cannot be analyzed in a pure linguistic sense since 














as an isolated phenomenon suspended in a vacuum but as an integral part of 
culture”(Snell-Hornby, 1988: 39). When it is used in contexts of communication, it is 
bound up with culture in multiple and complex ways. Words of a language express 
facts, ideas, etc. that are understandable and communicable to a certain group of 
people because they refer to a stock of knowledge about the world that those people 
share. Language is a carrier that expresses and embodies cultural reality. The 
interpreter is not only a translator of words but also a cultural mediator. 
Hence it is necessary to involve cultural aspect in the analysis of language 
transfer in SI. 
 
1.2.1.2 Categories of language transfer 
Language transfer is not simply interference. It includes both positive transfer 
and negative transfer.  
In the study of second language acquisition, it is found that much of the 
influence of the native language (or some other previously learned language) can be 
very helpful, especially when the differences between two languages are relatively 
few. Positive transfer refers to “the facilitating influence of cognate vocabulary or any 
other similarities between the native and target languages”(Odlin, 2001: 26). For 
example, the number of French-English cognates is far greater than the number of 
Chinese-English cognates. Therefore native speakers of French have tremendous 
advantage over native speakers of Chinese in the acquisition of English and there may 
be more positive transfer in the use of English for the former than for the latter. It is 
through positive transfer that the study of one language make easier the study and use 
of a closely related language. 
The other side of the coin is negative transfer, or interference, which is the focus 
of this thesis and will be elaborated upon in the following. 
 
1.2.2 Language interference 
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